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By Shirley Ruhe
Gazette Packet

C
OVID hit. Water poured in 
through cracks in the roof. Mem-
bership dropped. The property 
plat is missing. But the desire 

and initiative of Elks Lodge 48 on N. Henry 
Street to restore their historic building only 
grows in intensity.

The Lodge got their long sought-after his-
toric designation in May 2020. A $10,000 
grant from The Historic Alexandria Founda-

tion allowed them to do some roof repair, 
plastering, fixing the collapsed chimney flue 
and installing new floors and toilets in the 
bathrooms. They were able to stretch the 
funds with donation of sinks, hiring a plumb-
er with a low rate and a lot of work by Elks 
brother Arthur Miller and other volunteers. 
When Miller wasn’t plastering walls, he was 
installing toilets and patching the concrete 
over and over as leaks sprung up in a num-
ber of spots all over the building. And “Tom 
Fannon gave us a new water heater and put 
it in—that was a real miracle.”

But there are so many things to do that 
it’s difficult to know where to begin. They 
have basically plugged the holes in the dike 
— redirected the water in the alley thanks 
to the City, and repaired the leaks in the 
roof because they couldn’t afford a $30,000 
roof replacement. “Amen” interjects Harold 
Hughes, Exalted Ruler of Lodge 48. Now as 
the Lodge looks forward, they think about 
triaging the most urgent need “which is defi-
nitely the basement where the skeletal kitch-
en is located.”

The Lodge discovered a couple of years 

ago their long-utilized kitchen stove didn’t 
meet code and would require an expensive 
renovation including three flame retardant 
hoods. Since then they have been stymied in 
efforts to move forward by lack of a working 
kitchen. Carol Black, board member of the 
Historical Alexandria Resource Commission 
and volunteer construction manager, says 
the kitchen is the linchpin of the renovation.

The Elks have traditionally held a com-
munity Thanksgiving event for hundreds of 

Elks Historic Lodge Preserves Alexandria History

News

Elks Lodge 48 members Harold Hughes, Exalted Ruler, 
(left) and Arthur Miller stand outside their historic 
lodge on Henry Street.

Arthur Miller stands in the Elks Lodge Room, the only 
Lodge in Elkdom (anywhere), with a specific Lodge 
Room just set up for meetings.

The ceiling in the Lodge Room has had repairs for 
numerous leaks but the historic tin squares on the 
ceiling are awaiting the appropriate and difficult 
historical renovation.

See Elks Lodge, Page 11
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people in their community room for almost 40 years 
as well as an event for their adoptive family at Christ-
mas. Recently they have had to move Thanksgiving to 
a community center and to make food at home and 
bring it to the Lodge for the Christmas celebration. In 
addition, fundraising activities usually involve food, 
which brings them back to the need for a working 
kitchen. “We need a bottom of the floor to top of the 
ceiling renovation—prayer with a little hope,” Hughes 
says. 

Hughes says the goal is to be able to increase mem-
bership so they have the resources to fulfill their mis-
sion to serve the community, youth and education. 
Hughes says the Lodge was established in 1904 with 
18 members. Membership grew over time until it 
topped out at several hundred brothers and several 
hundred daughters after World War II when soldiers 
started coming back home. Now it has fallen to 27 
brothers and 27 daughters, down from 42 of each in 
2019 before COVID took its toll. Hughes says the or-
ganization is too top heavy as older members die off 
and younger folks aren’t interested in joining.

WALK IN the front door, and the walls hold the secrets 
of Alexandria’s history. The newly painted gentlemen’s 
lounge is on the left and the ladies lounge on the 
right. Hughes explains that members of the commu-
nity recently volunteered to fix up some of the rooms. 
Rodney Grimes and his wife volunteered to help fix up 
the gentlemen’s lounge, which had just been painted 
in the Elk Lodge colors of purple and gold. 

Miller heads into the lodge room normally open 
only to members. A stuffed Elk head is mounted on 
the side of the room and an American flag sits ready 
for the meetings. Hughes says, “This is the only Lodge 
in Elkdom (anywhere) that has its own specific Lodge 
Room just set up for meetings.” He explains a num-
ber of the Elks Lodges were established in houses and 
didn’t have the space for meeting rooms.

The large room has been cleaned of truckloads of 
former member detritus, and the ceiling has been 
patched from recent severe water damage. But the 
restoration of the tin ceiling remains untouched. 
Black explains that it is difficult to get the paint off the 
bronze wash on the patterned tin squares to restore 
the ceiling. They have had three different estimates so 
far and “we’ve done a lot of research.” But they want 
to be careful.

Hughes walks into an adjoining newly painted room, 
which has had the interior walls removed, and carpet 
taken up. It is now rented out to a group for weekly 
music practice to raise funds for the Elks renovation. 
The music group did all of the work themselves. “This 
room was originally for dances and entertainment for 
Black soldiers who couldn’t get in anywhere else in 
segregationist Alexandria.” In its time the Lodge host-
ed name entertainers such as James Brown and Ray 
Charles. Close your eyes and you can still hear “Un-
chain my Heart” reverberate off the walls.  

Black says it’s interesting that the room was used 
for music then and has come round to music again. 
There is a lot of history within the walls of this build-

News

Harold Hughes illustrates one of the historical pictures of the 
Lodge; this one appeared in the Alexandria Gazette in 1987.

The most urgent need is a complete kitchen renovation from ceiling 
to floor including electricity and plumbing.

From Page 10

Elks Historic Lodge

See Elks Lodge, Page 13

Photos by Shirley Ruhe/Gazette
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James B. MacDonald, 71, passed away on October 23, 2021 at his home in 
Alexandria. Known as Buff to family and friends, he is survived by his wife of 42 
years, Susan Hussey MacDonald and his son, James B. MacDonald IV (Mac), 
27. He was predeceased by his parents, James and Jewell and a brother, John.
Having grown up in North Carolina, Buff retained a lifelong love of his home 
state, following his beloved Tar Heels with great passion. He graduated from 
UNC in 1973, and played on the Tar Heels Freshman basketball team under the 
legendary coach Dean Smith. Buff seemingly knew every good restaurant and 
BBQ joint in the state, even after being an Alexandrian for decades.
During the ‘70s, he shared his great love for music and his huge collection of 

songs at the legendary “Chinese Disco” in downtown Washington as the primary DJ on Saturday 
nights. Son Mac says, “I would love nothing more than to travel back in time and see him in all his 
glory spinning records in the basement of a Chinese restaurant, loving life and becoming the urban 
legend that still exists today.”
After a long and successful career in pharmaceutical sales, Buff retired with Susan to their Alex-
andria home. He was an avid golfer, sporting a single-digit handicap. He was an active member of 
the Board of Belle Haven Country Club, and with his outgoing personality, recruited and nurtured 
many a new member to the Club. He was also an active member of Old Presbyterian Meeting House 
where he was a Deacon.
He had a wide range of friends, including pals from his Carolina days and countless golf buddies. 
They remember him as kind, generous, funny and a bit quirky. 
In lieu of flowers, donations may be made to Old Presbyterian Meeting House—opmh.org and First 
Tee—firstteedc.org.
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health,” Hemmat said.
A lack of access to prenatal 

and postnatal  healthcare is an-
other barrier to closing the ma-
ternal mortality gap between 
Black and white women.  “Un-
insured women are less likely 
to seek routine health care and 
more likely to receive episodic 
care in the emergency depart-
ment,” said Hemmat, “The di-
agnosis and management of 
chronic health conditions may 
be delayed and follow-up care 
is not coordinated.”

To address the issue of  a lack 
of healthcare, local counties are 
partnering with medical facili-
ties to offer services on a slid-
ing scale for uninsured patients. 
For example, Arlington County 

teams up with the Virginia Hospital Center to provide 
services to pregnant women, says Kurt Larrick, assis-
tant director of Arlington County Department of Hu-
man Services. “They do all deliveries and we actually 
send any high risk pregnancies to them immediately 
as well,” he said.

Addressing pre-existing medical conditions and cre-
ating an overall healthy lifestyle can help lower ma-
ternal mortality rates among women of color.  

“Mental Health screening, screening for intimate 
partner violence and substance use, as well as subse-
quent referrals, are essential components of care pro-
vision during the prenatal and postpartum periods. In 
order to reduce maternal deaths due to suicide, over-
dose, and intimate partner violence,” said Hemmat. 

Though she survived her pregnancy and now has a 
happy family of three, Lewis is still concerned about 
the plight of other women of color.  

“It’s not asking a lot for all black women to live long 
enough to see the child they carried celebrate their 
first birthday, and many others,” Lewis said.

The Grim Reality of the High Maternal 
Death Rate among Black Women

ing. The members lounge down-
stairs has a telephone booth in the 
corner by the pool tables and a 
jukebox along the wall. Behind the 
bar are historical pictures of Elks 
community events dating from the 
early 1900s.

The Lodge has been resourceful 
in raising funds by rental of their 
space. The Pure Heart Global Min-
istries church utilizes the large 
community room upstairs for Sun-
day services. The church painted 
the room themselves as well as the 
radiators and installed white cur-
tains.  Hughes says on Sunday the 
church replaces the usual round 
tables and chairs with rows of red 
covered chairs and a red banner 
running up the aisle on the floor. 
Black says, “The preservationist in 
me would like to see those win-
dows on the walls uncovered.” She 
says a woman told her recently that 
in former years when the Elks had 
a music program, the little girls 
would pull up a crate outside the 
window in the alley and listen in.

So far in the last couple of years 
there has been a lot of help from 
the community, the City that has 
assisted with the installation of a 
curb and the neighbors who have 
cleaned up the alley and dilapidat-
ed fences. Black says it was a win 
for everyone. But there is a long 
way to go. Black is currently plan-
ning to apply for a National Trust 
for Historic Preservation grant “but 
it takes a lot of work. They want 
to know their funds will be well 
spent.” No one knows how long it 
could take to restore and preserve 
this building but it has a piece of 
Alexandria history within its walls
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The Members’ lounge down-
stairs still has a telephone booth 
and a jukebox, reminders of 
former years
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